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Basic Settings, 

Techniques 
and Rules 

Some are very basic while others go a little deeper



Automatic Mode
Auto mode tells your camera to use it’s best 
judgement to select shutter speed, aperture, ISO, 
white balance, focus and flash to take the best 
shot that it can. This mode will give you nice 
results in many shooting conditions, however you 
need to keep in mind that you’re not telling your 
camera any extra information about the type of 
shot you’re taking so it will be ‘guessing’ as to 
what you want. 

Portrait Mode
When you switch to portrait mode your camera 
will automatically select a large aperture which 
helps to keep your background out of focus. 
Portrait mode works best when you’re photo-
graphing a single subject so get in close enough 
to your subject (either by zooming in or walking 
closer) so that your photographing the head and 
shoulders of them). Also if you’re shooting into 
the sun you might want to trigger your flash to 
add a little light onto their face.

Macro Mode
Macro mode lets you move your closer into your 
subject to take a close up picture. It’s great for 
shooting flowers, insects or other small objects. 

Landscape Mode
This mode is almost the exact opposite of por-
trait mode in that it sets the camera up with a 
small aperture to make sure as much of the scene 
you’re photographing will be in focus as possible 
(ie it give you a large depth of field). It’s therefore 
ideal for capturing shots of wide scenes, particu-
larly those with points of interest at different 
distances from the camera. At times your camera 
might also select a slower shutter speed in this 
mode (to compensate for the small aperture) 
so you might want to consider a tripod or other 
method of ensuring your camera is still.

1. Useful Modes and Settings on your Digital Camera



Sports Mode
Photographing moving objects is what sports 
mode (also called ‘action mode’ in some cameras) 
is designed for. It is ideal for photographing any 
moving objects including people playing sports, 
pets, cars, wildlife etc. Sports mode attempts to 
freeze the action by increasing the shutter speed. 

Night Mode
This is a really fun mode to play around with and 
can create some wonderfully colorful and inter-
esting shots. Night mode (a technique also called 
‘slow shutter sync’) is for shooting in low light 
situations and sets your camera to use a longer 
shutter speed to help capture details of the back-
ground but it also fires off a flash to illuminate 
the foreground (and subject). 

Movie Mode
This mode extends your digital camera from 
just capturing still images to capturing moving 
ones. Keep in mind that moving images take up 
significantly more space on your memory storage 
than still images.

Other less common modes include:

Panoramic/Stitch Mode – for taking shots of 
a panoramic scene to be joined together later as 
one image.

Snow Mode – to help with tricky bright lighting 
at the snow

Fireworks Mode - for shooting firework displays

Kids and Pets Mode – fast moving objects can 
be tricky – this mode seems to speed up shutter 
speed and help reduce shutter lag with some pre 
focussing

Beach Mode – another bright scene mode

Indoor Mode – helps with setting shutter speed 
and white balance

Foliage Mode - boosts saturation to give nice 
bold colors

Automatic Modes



2. Aperture and Shutter Priority Mode 

Aperture and Shutter Priority modes take you out of  
Automatic mode giving you more control over your images  

– but don’t thrust you fully into manual mode –  
they are great settings to explore and master.



3. White Balance

One of the most common problems we come across
 are shots with incorrect color. 

We’ve all seen them – portraits where your subjects teeth  
and eyeballs (and everything else) has a yellowish tinge. 

Generally this is down to the White Balance.



Why would you need to get the color right in 
your shots?

You might have noticed when examining shots 
after taking them that at times images can come 
out with an orange, blue, yellow etc look to them 
– despite the fact that to the naked eye the scene 
looked quite normal. The reason for this is that 
images different sources of light have a differ-
ent ‘color’ (or temperature) to them. Fluorescent 
lighting adds a bluish cast to photos whereas 
tungsten (incandescent/bulbs) lights add a  
yellowish tinge to photos.

The range in different temperatures ranges from 
the very cool light of blue sky through to the very 
warm light of a candle.

We don’t generally notice this difference in tem-
perature because our eyes adjust automatically 
for it. So unless the temperature of the light is 
very extreme a white sheet of paper will gener-
ally look white to us. However a digital camera 
doesn’t have the knowhow to make these  
adjustments automatically and sometimes will 
need us to tell it how to treat different light.

So for cooler (blue or green) light you’ll tell the 
camera to warm things up and in warm light 
you’ll tell it to cool down.

White Balance is an aspect of photography that is something well worth 
learning about as it can have a real impact upon the shots you take.

At its simplest – the reason we adjust white balance is to get the  
colors in your images as accurate as possible.



Adjusting White Balance
Different digital cameras have different ways of 
adjusting white balance so ultimately you’ll need 
to get out your camera’s manual out to work out 
the specifics of how to make changes. Having 
said this – many digital cameras have automatic 
and semi-automatic modes to help you make the 
adjustments.

Preset White Balance Settings
Auto – this is where the camera makes a best 
guess on a shot by shot basis. You’ll find it works 
in many situations but it’s worth venturing out of 
it for trickier lighting.

Tungsten – this mode is usually symbolized with 
a little bulb and is for shooting indoors, especially 
under tungsten (incandescent) lighting (such as 
bulb lighting). It generally cools down the colors 
in photos.

Fluorescent – this compensates for the ‘cool’ 
light of fluorescent light and will warm up your 
shots.

Daylight/Sunny – not all cameras have this 
setting because it sets things as fairly ‘normal’ 
white balance settings.

Cloudy – this setting generally warms things up 
a touch more than ‘daylight’ mode.

Flash – the flash of a camera can be quite a 
cool light so in Flash WB mode you’ll find it 
warms up your shots a touch.

Shade – the light in shade is generally cooler 
(bluer) than shooting in direct sunlight so this 
mode will warm things up a little.

Manual White Balance Adjustments
In most cases you can get a pretty accurate result 
using the above preset white balance modes – 
but some digital cameras (most DSLRs and higher 
end point and shoots) allow for manual white 
balance adjustments as well.



4. Understanding Histograms 
 ‘histograms are scary!’ 

While they might seem a little technical  
it is amazing how simple a histogram is to interpret.  

Know what you’re looking for and with just a glance you’ll  
know if your image is under or over exposed. 

It’s a useful tool to master.



Histograms are a very useful tool that many 
cameras offer their users to help them get a quick 
summary of the tonal range present in any given 
image.

It graphs the tones in your image from black (on 
the left) to white (on the right).
The higher the graph at any given point the more 
pixels of that tone that are present in an image.

So a histogram with lots of dark pixels will be 
skewed to the left and one with lots of lighter 
tones will be skewed to the right.

The beauty of a histogram is that the small LCD 
display on your camera is not really big enough to 
give you an great review of a picture and you can 
often get home to find that you’ve over or under 
exposed an image. Checking the histogram can 
tell you this while you’re in a position to be able 
to adjust your settings and take another shot.

Is there such a thing as a ‘good’ histogram?

As with most aspects of photography, beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder and there’s always a lot 
of room for personal taste and different ways of 
expressing yourself as a photographer.

There is no such thing as the ‘perfect’ histogram 
– different subjects and photographic styles will 
produce different results. For example taking a 
silhouette shot might produce a histogram with 
peaks at both ends of the spectrum and nothing 
much in the middle of the graph. Taking a shot 
of someone at the snow will obviously have a 
histogram with significant peaks on the right 
hand side…. etc

Having said this (and to generalize) – in most 
cases you’ll probably want a fairly balanced shot 
with a nice spread of tones. Most well exposed 
shots tend to peak somewhere in the middle and 
taper off towards the edges.



5. Automatic Exposure Bracketing (AEB) 

This feature is another of those often unexplored settings  
that many cameras have built into them that will allow you  

to get well exposed shots in even the trickiest of  
lighting situations.



Other Basic Camera Techniques

6. How to Hold your Camera 
This is a topic that most camera owners skip over  
without realising that it is a foundational lesson  

in photography. 

Get this wrong and it can impact the quality of your shots.



7. Shutter Release Technique

Another ‘basic’ or ‘beginner’ type tip that many do intuitively  
– but which can drastically improve your photography  

if you don’t do it.



8. How to Use Focal Lock

Yet another technique that many of us take for granted yet which  
is at the core of how all digital cameras focus automatically.  

Get this wrong and you’ll take a lot of shots of out of  
focus subjects and in focus backgrounds!



9. How to Take Sharp Digital Images 

‘my shots are fuzzy’ – it’s a common problem that  
we’ve all heard so let’s look at what we can do to end up  

with the “sharpest” that their camera can take.

Hold your camera well.
Tripods

Shutter Speed
Aperture

ISO
Stabilisation

Focus
Lens Quality

Diopter
Clean Equipment
The “sweet” spot



10. Shooting with an In Camera Flash 

Flash photography with an in built flash can lead to  
some terribly blown out images but don’t be scared of  

your flash, it can add so much to a shot  
– even in bright sunlight.



11. How to Get Shallow Depth of Field in Your Digital Photos 

– a great technique to learn if you’re into many types 
of photography (portraits, macro etc) is how to control 

the depth of field in your shots and make 
your main subject ‘pop’ out by making your 

background nicely blurred.



12. Understanding Exposure 

Let’s talk about the three main elements of exposure.  

ISO
Aperture

and Shutter Speed



Camera Care and Maintenance

13. How to Avoid a Dirty DSLR Sensor 

One of the fastest ways to ruin every single shot 
you take with your new DSLR is to 
end up with a dirty image sensor. 



14. How to Clean a DSLR Lens 

As much as you try to protect them – 
lenses tend to get a little grimy over time. 



15. 7 Digital Camera Predators  
and How to Keep them at Bay 

Let’s talk about 7 of the most common ways 
that digital cameras get damaged 
– what to look out for and what 

preventative action to take to avoid them.



Composition Tips

16. The Rule of Thirds – whether you know it to follow it or 
break it – it’s something you should at least know about.

17. Points of Interest – an image without some visual point of 
interest in it is unlikely to hold the eye of anyone viewing it.

18. Getting Horizons Horizontal – the perfect way to ruin that 
lovely sunset or landscape shot is to make it lean to one side. 

19. Fill Your Frame – not applicable to every shot you take but could 
drastically improve your shots by getting in close to the subject.

20. Getting Backgrounds Right – the background of your shot can 
make or break your image. 



21. Adding Randomness to Your Photos 

Set your images apart from everyone 
else’s by injecting creativity, variety and 

a little randomness into your shots.


